The Ordination of Deaconesses as a Reconciliatory and Liberating Praxis by Eftychiadis, Eftychios Phil
115
The  Ordination  of  Deaconesses  as  
a  Reconciliatory  and    
Liberating  Praxis
Eftychios  Phil  Eftychiadis
³$Q H[DPSOH RI WKLV >FULWLFDO WKLQNLQJ@ ZRXOG EH WKH GHEDWH
among  the  Orthodox  churches  concerning  women’s  ordination  and  the  
rediscovery  of   the  existence  of   the  order  of  deaconesses   in   the  early  
history  of  the  church.”1  
Emilio  Castro
The  main  purpose  of  this  article  2  is  to  analyze  the  event  of  female  
diaconal   ordination   in   the  Eastern  Early  Church   in   response   to  very  
important  needs.  The  hypothesis  of   this  work   is   to   retrieve  and  also  
analyze  contextual  elements   in   relation   to  needs   in   the  praxes  of   the  
early  church  and  its  great  Fathers,  in  ordaining  women  to  the  diaconate,  
DQGWRLGHQWLI\VLJQL¿FDQWWKHRHWKLFDOYDOXHVWKDWDUHGHULYHGIURPWKRVH
praxes  in  the  early  Tradition  of  the  church.  
Theo-­ethical  values  are  those  that  are  derived  from  the  praxes  of  
the   church  manifesting   its   sacred   Tradition.  Moreover,   these   values  
are  derived   from   theological   truths   that  always  guided   the  church   in  
GH¿QLQJSUD[HVLQLWVPLQLVWU\LQWKH7UDGLWLRQ7KHWKHRORJLFDOWUXWKV
of  the  Trinity  and  the  Eucharist,  for   instance,  support   the  theoethical  
values   of   community   and   participation.   The   important   theoethical  
values  that  are  derived  from  the  praxes  of  the  Eastern  Early  Church  and  
1  &DVWURµ(WKLFDO5HÀHFWLRQVDPRQJWKH&KXUFKHV¶S
2    This  article  is  developed  from  the  author’s  Ph.D.  dissertation:  “Building  an  Orthodox  Contextual  
DQG/LEHUDWLYH6RFLDO(WKLF%DVHGRQWKH/LEHUDWLYHDQG6DOYL¿F7KHRHWKLFDO9DOXHVRI'HDFRQHVVHV¶
Ordination.”,   by   Eftychios   Phil   Eftychiadis.   See:   http://disexpress.umi.com/dxweb.   Comments   to  
philef@usa.net.    
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its  great  Fathers  in  ordaining  women  to  the  diaconate  are  participatory,  
community   strengthening,   reconciling   and   liberating,   along  with   the  
goal  of  salvation.
The   analysis   of   the   fact   that   deaconesses   were   accepted   in   the  
ministry   of   the   Eastern   Early   Church   through   ordination   is   another  
important   objective   of   this   work.  With   regard   to   the   contemporary  
posing  of   the  question  of  women’s  ordination,   the  Orthodox  Church  
LV VWURQJO\ LQÀXHQFHG E\ JXLGDQFH IURP LWV HFFOHVLDO 7UDGLWLRQ 7KH
participatory,   community-­strengthening,   reconciliatory   and   liberative  
symbols   that   are  manifested   in   the  acceptance  of  deaconesses   in   the  
PLQLVWU\RIWKH(DVWHUQ(DUO\&KXUFKWDNHRQVSHFL¿FVLJQL¿FDQFHDQG
depth,  when  we  recognize  that  this  acceptance  was  through  the  fact  of  
ordination.  Through   this  analysis  of  Tradition,   in   the  end,   the  nature  




diaconate;;   that   the  initiation  of  deaconesses  was  an  ordination  to  the  
diaconate   is   supported  by  major      similarities  between   the  ordination  
ceremony  of  the  order  of  deaconesses  and  the  ordination  rite  of  male  
deacons,  and  by  the  analogous  responsibilities  of  the  deaconesses.  This  
event   of   the   ordination  of   deaconesses   reveals   important   theoethical  
YDOXHVDQGPHWKRGRORJLFDOSUD[HVZKLFKJUHZRXWRIVSHFL¿FDWWHQWLRQ
WKHHDUO\&KXUFKZDVSD\LQJWRVRFLDOQHHGV7KHDERYHDUHUHÀHFWHGLQ
the  decision  of  the  Eastern  Early  Church  formally  to  accept  women  in  
this  ordained  ministry;;  the  actual  functions  of  deaconesses  in  the  church  
and  society;;  and  the  teaching  and  actions  of  the  Fathers  of  the  church  
of  the  era  in  question.  These  theoethical  values,  when  analyzed  in  the  
social   and   cultural   context   of   our   own   time,   can   stand   as   important  
bases   upon  which   the   ordination   of   contemporary  Orthodox  women  
to   the  diaconate  could  be  accepted  and   the   functions  of  modern-­day  
GHDFRQHVVHVFRXOGEHUHGH¿QHGLQRUGHUWRPDNHWKHPERWKHIIHFWLYH
and  relevant,  and  in  full  accord  with  the  Eastern  Tradition.
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The   Eastern   Early   Church’s   choices   on   the   position   of   female  
diaconal   ordination   and   the   functions   of   the   deaconesses   have   been  
developed,  to  be  sure,  within  the  scope  of  certain  limitations,  for  we  
can  note  that  androcentric  and  patriarchal  attitudes  prevailed  in  society  
and  the  church  in  the  centuries  in  question.  This  article  will  concentrate  
mostly  on  the  liberating  aspects  of  the  event  of  deaconesses’  ordination,  
which   took  place   in   the  midst  of  what  was,   for  women  at   that   time,  
overarchingly  oppressive  social  and  cultural  conditions.
The   main   historical   periods   related   to   the   life   of   the   order   of  
GHDFRQHVVHVZHUHWZRLQQXPEHUWKH¿UVWZDVIURPWKHHQGRIWKHWKLUG
century  until  the  seventh,  while  the  second  covered  the  period  of  the  
VHYHQWKFHQWXU\ WR WKHHOHYHQWK'XULQJWKH¿UVWSHULRGZHKDYHWKH
development  and  the  maturity  of  the  order  of  deaconesses.  During  the  
second,  we  have  the  gradual  lapse  of  this  order.  Let  us  consider  some  
of  the  pertinent  facts.
The  Nature  of  the  Order  of  Deaconesses
The   order   of   deaconesses   was   developed   from   the   last   part   of  
the  third  to  the  seventh  century  C.E.  From  its  origin,  the  members  of  
this  order  lived  mostly  in  groups,  just  as  the  widows  did  before  them.  
+RZHYHULQVWHDGRIEHLQJPRVWO\DQRI¿FHRISUD\HUGHDFRQHVVHVZHUH
required   to   be  more   active   in   the   service   (diakonia)   of   the   church.3  
Deaconesses  were  accepted  through  ordination  as  an  order  of  women  
GHGLFDWHG WR WKHPLQLVWU\ RI WKH FKXUFK7KH\ZHUH WKH ¿UVWZRPHQ
DFFHSWHGDVDQRI¿FLDOW\SHRIPLQLVWU\LQWKH(DVWHUQ(DUO\&KXUFK
The  required  age  for  deaconesses  was  at  least  forty  years  of  age.  
Deaconesses  were  single  women  or  widows  who  had  been  previously  
married   once.   Once   selected,   deaconesses   had   to   promise   to   live   a  
3    The  order  of  widows  was  an  order  of  women  who  were  very  active  in  the  life  of  the  church  from  the  
WKLUGXQWLOWKH¿IWKFHQWXU\&(7KHRUGHUFRQVLVWHGRIROGHUZLGRZHGZRPHQDURXQGVL[W\\HDUVRI
age,  who  devoted  themselves  to  God  with  prayers  and  contemplation.  Widows  were  not  involved  in  
ministry  work.  Only  in  very  rare  cases,  they  were  involved  in  certain  ministry  activities;;  Gryson,  The  
Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81,  112-­113;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,    146;;  Theodorou,    The  “Ordina-­
tion,”  1,  5-­11,  38;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”  88;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  202-­204;;  Thurston,  
The  Widows,  104-­105,  114-­117.  
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life   of   celibacy.4   Celibacy   for   ancient   deaconesses   was   an   absolute  
requirement.  There  were  no  exceptions.  All  the  original  sources  agree  
on  the  absolute  nature  of   this  requirement.  This  fact  alone,  however,  
does   not  mean   that   the   order   of   present   deaconesses  would   have   to  
follow  this  requirement  .  Despite  the  above,  the  Eastern  Early  Church  
was  accepting  married  deaconesses,  but  without  emphasizing  it.  It  is  a  
matter  of  continuing  uncertainty  as  to  the  extent  of  married  deaconesses  
in  antiquity   (despite   the  generic   rule   for  celibacy):  one  suspects   that  
there  were  deaconesses  holding  that  function  while  married,  especially  
to  priests  and  bishops  in  the  rural  regions  before  the  5th  century.  Such  
a  case  is  represented  in  Nonna,  who  was  the  mother  of  Gorgonia  and  
Gregory   the   Theologian,   wife   of   the   Bishop   Gregory   the   Elder   of  
Nazianzus.5
Moreover,  deaconesses  had  to  be  well  educated  in  the  faith  in  order  
to   teach   women   who   were   catechumens   and   women   who   had   just  
been  baptized.  Deaconesses  were  required  to  show  certain  virtues;;  to  
be  caring  for  others,  eager  to  get  involved  in  actions  of  philanthropy,  
patient  and  dedicated  to  a  life  of  simplicity.67KHVHTXDOL¿FDWLRQVZHUH
LQVSLUHGE\WKHTXDOL¿FDWLRQVRIZRPHQPHQWLRQHGLQ7LP7KH
age   requirement  of   forty  years   for  deaconesses,   however,  was  much  
less  than  the  one  of  sixty  required  for  the  initiation  of  the  widows.7  
It   is  obvious  here   that   the  objective  for   the  order  of  deaconesses  
was   to   have   younger  women   at   the   forefront  who  were   healthy   and  
strong  and  who  could  meet  the  demanding  functions  of  their  ministry.  
Moreover,  other  women  younger  than  forty  were  also  admitted  to  the  
RUGHULQH[FHSWLRQDOFDVHV6SHFLDOTXDOL¿FDWLRQVRIFKDUDFWHUYLUWXH
education  and  proven  dedication  to  the  church  were  the  main  reasons  
for  these  exceptions.  
4  Theodorou,  The  “Ordination,”73;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,  64-­67,  246-­248.
5  Tsame,  Miterikon,  Vol.  A,  226-­281;;  Tsame,  Miterikon,  Vol.  B,  168-­175;;  Migne,  PG  46.  960A-­1000B;;  
See  also  FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  28-­58.        
6  Gryson,   The   Ministry,   54-­56,   79-­81,   112-­113;;   Martimort,   Deaconesses,   ,   134-­137;;   Behr-­Sigel,  
The  Ministry  of  Women,      146-­147;;  Didascalia  16:3:12;;  Apostolic  Constitutions    2:7:57-­8,  3:2:15-­6;;  




stemmed  from  the  belief  of  the  Fathers  of  the  church  that  older  women  
could  be  trusted  more  than  younger  ones  to  follow  the  requirement  of  
celibacy  in  their  life.  Deaconesses  were  not  allowed  to  remarry  if  they  
were  widows  before  their  ordination.8    The  order  of  deaconesses  spread  
to  almost  all  the  areas  of  the  Eastern  regions  of  the  early  church.  There  
were   only   a   few   areas   in   these   regions   that   did   not   have   this   order.  
These  areas,  (one  of  which  was  Egypt)  retained  the  order  of  widows  
instead,  with  special  ministerial  responsibilities  bestowed  upon  them.9
The   notion   presented   by   certain   contemporary   scholars   that  
GHDFRQHVVHV LQÀXHQFHG WKH ODSVH RI WKH RUGHU RI WKH ZLGRZV10   may  
or  may   not   be   correct.  The   functions   of   deaconesses  were   certainly  
different   from   those   of   the   widows.   The  widows’   emphasis   was   on  
VSLULWXDOLW\ ZKLOH GHDFRQHVVHV ZHUH PRVWO\ LQYROYHG LQ WKH RI¿FLDO
ministries  of   the  church.  That   is  why  the  order  of  widows  continued  
to   endure   long   after   the   introduction   of   the   order   of   deaconesses   in  
the  church.  Both  of  these  orders  coexisted  for  over  a  century.    In  my  
judgment,  both  of  these  orders,  the  widows  and  the  deaconesses,  with  
their   overlapping   responsibilities   and   their   own   different   types   of  
spirituality,  were  needed  in  the  church.    The  church  needed  women’s  
charismatic  groups  with  certain  ministry  responsibilities,  such  as  those  
the  widows   carried   out.  The   church,   however,   also   needed   ordained  
women   to   the  diaconate  with   full-­time  pastoral   responsibilities,  who  
would   also   have   liturgical   and   sacramental   ministries   with   a   rich  
spiritual  life,  such  as  the  deaconesses  represented.  
The  Liturgical  and  Sacramental  Functions  of  the  Deaconesses  
In  the  Eastern  Early  Church,  the  ministry  of  deaconesses  included  
the  three  types  of  functions  relevant  to  all  the  major  orders  of  priesthood:  
sacramental   responsibilities,   teaching,   and   pastoral   work.   In   their  
8  Theodorou,  History,  97-­99,  122;;  Theodorou,        The  “Ordination,”73;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  
Women,      64-­67,  246-­248.
9  Theodorou,  The  “Ordination,”  1,  5-­11,  38;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”  88;;  Martimort,  Dea-­
conesses,  202-­204;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  111.
10  Thurston,  The  Widows,  104-­105,  114-­117.
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sacramental   function,   deaconesses   had   the   responsibility   of   offering  
sacramental  service  to  the  ecclesial  community  under  the  supervision  
of   the   bishop,   just   as   deacons   did.11   In   comparison   to   deacons,  
however,   deaconesses   had   a   slightly   more   limited   participation   in  
the  sacramental  and   liturgical  service.  That  primarily  was  due   to   the  
androcentric  context  of  the  society  of  the  Eastern  Early  Church,  which  
was  generally  excluding  of  women.  Female  deacons  did  not  offer  the  
litanies   in   the     public   (male  dominated)   section  of   the  Church  nave.  
They  did  however  take  up  station  in  the  female    sections  in  the  great  
cathedral  at  Constantinople,  and  supervise  prayers   there.  At   the  altar  
during   the   Eucharist   the      deaconesses   stood   in   silent   prayer,   along  
with   the   presbyters   and   the   male   deacons   surrounding   the   bishop.  
The      deaconesses   stood   at   the   altar,   along  with   all   the   other   clergy,  
to   receive   the  Holy  Mysteries   immediately   after   the   consecration   of  
the  Holy  Eucharist.12  Afterwards,  the  deacons  would  administer  Holy  
Communion  to  all  the  faithful  in  the  church.  The  deaconesses  were  not  
allowed  to  do  this  during  the  Divine  Liturgy.  It  is  most  likely,  that  they  
did  administer  the  Eucharist  to  women  who  were  sick  at  home.  These  
visits  by  deaconesses  were  necessary,  because   it  was  not   considered  
proper  for  the  deacons  to  enter  the  quarters  of    women.  Deaconesses  
offered   the   sick,   housebound   and   pregnant      physical   and   spiritual  
assistance.   13     They  also  were  known   to  handle   the   sacred  vessels,   a  
function  reserved    solely  to  the  ordained.
11  Theodorou,      The  “Ordination,”  61-­63;;  Hauke,  Women  in  the  Priesthood?,  425-­427;;  Gryson,  The  
Ministry,  60-­65.
12  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      173;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  171-­172;;  Theodorou,  History,  
136-­142,  192-­194.  
13  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  61-­63;;    Martimort,  Deaconesses,  ,  60-­64,  118,  159-­166;;    Theodorou,      The  
“Ordination,”  25-­28,  32-­34,  49-­51;;  Theodorou,  History,  114-­119,  141-­145;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  
of  Women,        64-­67,  246-­248.  Other  documents  and  historians  of   the  Eastern  Early  Church  and   the  
church  of  the  middle  ages  added  the  information  that  deaconesses  who  lived  in  the  monasteries  could  
RIIHU3UHVDQFWL¿HG+RO\&RPPXQLRQWRWKHQXQVRWKHUGHDFRQHVVHVDQGZRPHQYLVLWLQJWKHPRQDVWHU-­
ies,  when  a  priest  was  not  available  to  celebrate  the  Holy  Eucharist.  In  addition,  deaconesses  who  lived  
in  these  isolated  monasteries  could  read  pericopes  of  the  Scripture  and  certain  prayers  in  the  church  of  
WKHPRQDVWHU\DJDLQZKHQDSULHVWZDVQRWDYDLODEOH7KHVHDFWLRQVRIGHDFRQHVVHVZHUHGH¿QHGLQDF-­
cord  with  the  principle  of  substitution.  The  Fathers  of  the  Church  allowed  certain  exceptional  activities  
to  be  performed  in  place  of  traditionally  accepted  practices  under  special  circumstances.  Theodorou,  
History,  136-­137,  140-­146;;  Blastares,  Syntagma,  Migne,  PG  144;;  Martimort,     Deaconesses,  60-­63,  
171-­173;;  Balsamon,  Scholia  in  Concilium  Chalcedonense,  Migne,  PG  134.  441;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Min-­
istry  of  Women,      174.
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This   intimate   and   sacred   participation   of   the   deaconesses   at   the  
altar,  along  with  other  deacons,  presbyters  and   the  bishop,   is  a  clear  
indication  that  they  were  indeed  ordained  to  one  of  the  three  major  orders  
of  the  priesthood.14  Deaconesses,  therefore,  were  never  presbyters  but  
as  consecrated  deacons  they  were  indeed  priests:  along  with  the  other  
two  orders  of  the  ordained  priesthood,  the  presbyters  and  bishops.
During   the  Divine  Liturgy,  deaconesses  welcomed  women  at   the  
entrance   of   the   church.  This  was   in   accord  with   the  Old  Testament  
saying   that  women  guarded   the  entrances  of   the  Tabernacle.15   In  my  
view,   this   connection   of   the  work   of   deaconesses   during   the   liturgy  
to   women’s   responsibilities   at   the   Tabernacle   in   Exodus   38:8   gave  
particular   importance   to   the   liturgical   character   of   this   greeting  
responsibility   of   deaconesses.   In   connection   with   this   latter   duty,  
deaconesses   also   exercised  particular   supervision  over   all  women   in  
the  church  who  were  attending  the  Divine  Liturgy.16  
Deaconesses  thus  had  many  analogous  responsibilities  to  those  of  the  
deacons  during  the  Divine  Liturgy.17  But  there  were  difference  apart  form  
those  noted  above.  Deaconesses  were  not  allowed  to  perform  baptisms,  
for  example,  even  in  emergencies.  The  teaching  of  the  church  at  that  time  
stated  that,  if  God  allowed  women  to  baptize,  then  Mary,  the  mother  of  
Jesus,  rather  than  John  the  Baptist,  would  have  baptized  Jesus.18    Scholars  
such  as  Gryson  and  Theodorou  even  so,  state  that  deaconesses  may  well  
have  served  ‘By  economy’  to  perform    emergency  (  or  ‘clinic’  )  baptisms  
in  specially  straightened  circumstances.19  
14    Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      146,  173;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  171-­172;;  Theodorou,  His-­
tory  136-­142,  192-­194;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81.
15    Gryson,  The  Ministry,  60-­62,  144-­146.  
16    Ibid.  
17   Ibid.;;   Theodorou,  History,   136-­137,   140-­146;;   Blastares,   Syntagma,  Migne,   PG   144;;  Martimort,  
Deaconesses,  60-­63,  171-­73;;  Balsamon,  Scholia.  Migne,  PG  134.  441;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  
Women,      174.
18    Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      64-­67,  246-­248;;  Didascalia  16:3:12;;  Apostolic  Constitutions  
2:7:57-­8,  3:2:15-­6;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”    80-­81;;  Theodorou,  History,  76-­79,  86-­90,  94-­
95,  105-­108,  114,  116,  119,  119.
19    Ibid.;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  60-­63;;  Theodorou,  History,  142-­144.
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Deaconesses   would   always   participate   in   the   sacrament   of   the  
baptism  of  women  under  the  coordination  of  the  bishop  who  performed  
the  baptism.  Since  it  was  not  proper  for  the  bishop  to  face  the  naked  
body  of  the  woman,  the  presence  of  the  deaconess  was  needed.20    After  
the  baptism,  the  deaconess  would  guide  the  newly  baptized  woman  out  
of  the  baptisterion,  the  area  where  the  baptism  took  place.    The  function  
of  the  deaconess  was  then  to  instruct  this  woman  on  her  responsibilities  
as  a  new  member  of  the  church  and  on  her  spiritual  life  as  a  Christian.21  
It   was   not   until   later  medieval   centuries,   when   the   androcentric  
ethos  of  ancient  society  actually  became  strengthened,  not  relaxed,  in  
comparison  to  Late  Antiquity,      that  a  common  reason  for  prohibiting  
ZRPHQ IURP VHUYLFH RQ WKH DOWDU ¿UVW EHJLQV WR JDLQ FXUUHQF\  DQ
DUJXPHQW ZKHQ LW ¿UVW DSSHDUHG ZKLFK ZDV UHMHFWHG E\ WKH HDUOLHVW
Christian   sources   as   ‘Judaizing’)   and   that   was   the   elevation   of   the  
Levitical  purity  rules.22  The  purity  provisions    from  Leviticus,  focused  
on   blood   issues,   gained   an   increasing   acceptance   in   the   Medieval  
Eastern   Church   from   the   eighth   century   onward.   These   provisions  
KDYHEHHQTXLWHXQMXVWL¿DEO\GRPLQDWLQJYLHZVDERXWZRPHQDQGWKHLU
position  in  the  church  and  society  even  until  the  present  time.23  
Excessively   ‘monastic’   gynophobic   aspects   of   the   spirit   of   the  
eastern  church  of  the  middle  ages  may  have  contributed  a  great  deal  to  
the  acceptance  of  these  purity  provisions,  along  with  the  overarching  
androcentric   cultural   conditions   of   that   era.   The   provisions   became  
D PDMRU IDFWRU WKDW GHFLVLYHO\ LQÀXHQFHG WKH ODSVH RI WKH RUGHU RI
deaconesses.  While  the  Levitical  prescriptions  were  from  ancient  times  
DFFHSWHG V\PEROLFDOO\ LQ &KULVWLDQ FXOWXUH DW WKLV WLPH FKLHÀ\ZLWK
20  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      64-­67,  246-­248;;  Didascalia  16:3:12;;  Apostolic  Constitutions  
2:7:57-­8,  3:2:15-­6;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”  80-­81;;  Theodorou,  History,  76-­79,  86-­90,  94-­
95,  105-­108,  114,  116,  119,  119.  
21  Ibid.  
22  Theodorou,      The  “Ordination,”  67-­70,  78-­80,  92-­94;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  34-­38,    54-­63,  79-­81;;  
Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,        64-­67,  172-­178,  246-­248.  
23  Lev  15:  19-­30;;  Theodorou,      The  “Ordination,”  51-­69,  78-­94;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  61-­63,  
79-­81;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,        64-­67,  172-­178;;  FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  65-­77.
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regard   to   the   female   diaconate,   they   began   to   be   held   up   literally.24  
Even  though  the  androcentric  and  patriarchal  spirit  of  those  centuries  
contributed   to   this   literal   appropriation,   nevertheless,   despite   all   of  
WKRVHQHJDWLYHIDFWRUVWKH(DVWHUQ(DUO\&KXUFKGLGGH¿QHLPSRUWDQW
liturgical  and  sacramental  duties  for  the  deaconesses,  along  with  very  
rich  pastoral  responsibilities.
The   Fathers   of   the   church,   in   general,   did   not   question   these  
ecclesiological  notions  about  Christian  women.  There  were,  however,  
exceptions.  Among   those   fathers  who  questioned   this  unevenness  of  
DSSURDFKLQUHODWLRQWRIHPDOHUROHVDQGRI¿FHVZHUH6W*UHJRU\WKH
Theologian   and   St.   John   Chrysostom.   Chrysostom   emphasized   the  
importance   of   the   purity   of   a   person’s   heart   rather   than   such   purity  
provisions.25  Chrysostom’s  position,  along  with  similar  positions  in  the  
Didascalia,  and  by  Pope  Gregory  the  Great,26  can  be  important  sources  
for      setting   aside   these   economically   limiting   canons   about   blood  
purity,   and   for   supporting  women’s  greater   liturgical  participation   in  
the  present  church,  
The  Teaching  Function  of  the  Deaconesses  
Deaconesses  were  well  educated  in  matters  related  to  the  teaching  
of  the  church,27  even  though  they  were  expected  to  teach  women  only.  
During  the  early  centuries,  the  position  of  the  church  on  this  issue  of  
the  prohibition  of  women’s  preaching  during  liturgy  and  teaching  men  
ZDVWKDWLI-HVXVZDQWHGZRPHQWRWHDFKPHQKHZRXOGKDYHRI¿FLDOO\
selected   them   to  be  part   of   his   group  of  Apostles.28  This   prohibition  
was   also   based   on   the   church’s   interpretation   of   1   Corinthians  
14:34—“Women   should   be   silent   in   the   churches;;   for   they   are   not  
permitted  to  speak,  but  should  be  subordinate,  as  the  law  also  says.”  
24  Ibid.
25  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81,  112-­113;;  Theodorou,      The  “Ordination,”  49-­50;;  FitzGerald,  
Women  deacons,  66-­75.  
26  Ibid.
27  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81,  112-­113;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  134-­137;;  Theodorou,    The  
“Ordination,”  49-­50;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      116-­118,  146.
28  Ibid.
124
The  Fathers  of  the  church  interpreted  this  verse  to  mean  that  women  
should  not   preach  during   the   liturgy   and  men   should  have   authority  
over   women.29 $OO WKRVH SRVLWLRQV ZHUH VWURQJO\ LQÀXHQFHG E\ WKH
androcentric   context   of   those   centuries.   Even   so,   deaconesses   could  
teach  women  catechumens  and  who  had  to  prepare  for  their  baptism;;  
deaconesses   could   also   continue   to   educate   these  women   after   their  
baptism.  They   could   also   teach   the   basics   of   the   faith   to   groups   of  
children  and  youth.30       Deaconesses  were  not  allowed  to  read  pericopes  
from  the  Scripture  to  the  congregation  during  the  Divine  Liturgy.31  But  
they  were  allowed   to   read  pericopes   in  women’s  monasteries  during  
prayer  meetings   in   the  church  when  a  priest  was  not   available.32   the  
home   ministry   of   deaconesses   also   offered   many   opportunities   for  
theological  catechesis  to  others,33    so  too  did  the  regular  movement  of  
ZRPHQWRLPSRUWDQWPRQDVWHULHVZKHUHWKH\FRXOG¿QGIHPDOH(OGHUV
+LVWRULFDOO\FHUWDLQGHDFRQHVVHVEHFDPHYHU\LQÀXHQWLDODQGIDPRXV
for   their   teaching   and   spiritual   counseling   abilities   that   attracted  not  
only  important  women  visitors  from  all  the  areas  of  the  empire,  but  also  
RI¿FLDOVRIWKHVWDWHDQGRWKHUSRZHUIXOPHQ:HNQRZRIVXFKOHDGLQJ
deaconesses  as,  for  instance,  Domnica,  Melania,  Macrina,  Xenia  and  
Irene   Chrysovalantou.34         This   symbolic   role   of   the   female   teacher  
offered  among  Christians  a  very  powerful  witness  to  the  dignity  of  all  
believers  in  Christ.
$QLQGLFDWLRQRIWKLVLPSRUWDQWOLEHUDWLQJLQÀXHQFHRIGHDFRQHVVHV
on  other  women  was  the  increase  of  the  number  of  women  living  and  
studying   in   monasteries   during   these   early   centuries.   These   women  
studied  the  word  of  God  and  many  other  areas  of   learning  that  were  
29  1  Cor  14:34;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81,  112-­113;;  Theodorou,    The  “Ordination,”  49-­50;;  
Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      116-­118,  146.
30  Theodorou,  History,  133-­137.    
31  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  54-­56,  79-­81,  112-­113;;    Theodorou,    The  “Ordination,”  49-­50;;  Behr-­Sigel,  
The  Ministry  of  Women,      116-­118,  146.
32  Theodorou,  History,  133-­135,  142-­146.
33  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      64-­67,  146,  246-­248;;  Theodorou,  History,  133-­140;;  Gryson,  
The  Ministry,    54-­56,  79-­81.
34  Tsame,  Miterikon,  Vol.  A,  146-­153,  221-­280;;  Tsame,  Miterikon,  Vol.  B,  202-­238;;  FitzGerald,  Women  
Deacons,  28-­58.
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available   to   them   in   those   centuries.35  After   the   completion   of   their  
studies,  they  could,  in  turn,  become  new  vehicles  for  the  transmission  
to   other   women   of   the   participatory   and   liberating   values   they   had  
received  from  the  teaching  of  the  deaconesses.
Pastoral  Functions  of  the  Deaconesses  
Deaconesses  were   required   to   participate   extensively   in   pastoral  
work.   When   deaconesses   visited   sick   women   in   their   houses,   for  
example,  they  not  only  prayed  for  the  women’s  recovery,  as  the  Widows  
did,  but  also  were  expected  to  offer  these  women  physical  assistance.  
They  bathed  and  helped  them  in  any  way  that  might  have  contributed  
to   their   recovery.   In   addition,   as   representatives   of   the   bishop   and  
the   liturgical   and  Eucharistic   community,   deaconesses   showed   great  
devotion  in  their  extensive  participation  in  and  coordination  of  multiple  
efforts  for  helping  needy  persons.  Deaconesses  cared  for  the  poor,  the  
sick   in  hospitals,   people   returning   from  captivity,   refugees   in  prison  
camps,   widows   and   orphans   who   needed   help,   people   in   jail,   and  
people  who  needed  food.36    The  work  of  the  deaconesses  in  all  of  these  
areas  of  charity  was  invaluable  to  the  church  at  large,  and  to  the  needs  
of  the  society  of  the  day.  Deaconesses,  who  mostly  lived  and  worked  in  
monasteries,  developed  large-­scale  philanthropic  works  and  managed  
ODUJH EHQHYROHQW LQVWLWXWLRQV ZKLFK KDG FRQVLGHUDEOH LQÀXHQFH RQ
VRFLHW\DQGLWVQHHGV&RPPRQSHRSOHDQGSRZHUIXORI¿FLDOVHYHQIURP
faraway  places,  admired  the  work  of  these  deaconesses,  during  those  
early   centuries   of   the   church   and   throughout   history.37   Deaconesses  
were  also  instrumental  in  building  very  important  social  institutions  for  
the  needs  of  individuals  and  the  church  in  the  churches  acting  in  society  
and  in  the  monasteries.  Certain  of  these  benevolent  social  institutions  
ZHUHEXLOWIRUWKH¿UVWWLPHLQKLVWRU\)URPDOORIWKLVZHFDQFOHDUO\VHH
that  even  if  the  ministerial  functions  of  the  deaconesses  were  limited  
35  Liveris,  “Orthodox  Women  as  Writers,”  132-­133.
36  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,      64-­67,  146,  246-­248;;  Theodorou,  History,  133-­134;;  Gryson,  
The  Ministry,    54-­56,  79-­81;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  126,  134-­137;;  Constantelos,  Byzantine  Philan-­
thropy,  84-­87.  
37  Ibid.;;  Tsame,    Miterikon,  Vol.  A,  146-­153,  221-­280;;  Tsame,  Miterikon,  Vol.  B,  202-­238;;  See  also  
FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  28-­58.  
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slightly   in  comparison  to   their  male  counterparts,   they  made  of   their  
ordained  ministerial  work    a  witness  that  was  favorably  comparable  to  
their  male  colleagues  in  every  respect.  Within  the  whole  experience  of  
the  Divine  Liturgy,  of  course,  we  need  to  remember  that  deacons  and  
deaconesses  received  the  offerings  of    the  congregation  and  carried  them  
WRWKHELVKRSLQRUGHUWKDWWKHRIIHULQJVZRXOGEHVDQFWL¿HGGXULQJWKH
consecration  of  the  Holy  Eucharist.    In  this  way,  by  this  whole  process,  
both  deacons  and  deaconesses  were  important  iconic  representations  of  
the  whole  congregation  to  the  bishop.  The  distinct  point  here  is  that  not  
only  an  ordained  male  member  of  the  diaconate  but  also  an  ordained  
female  member  of  this  order  represented  the  congregation,  consisting  
of  both  men  and  women,  during  this  important  liturgical  event.
Notes  on  the  Ordination  Rite  of  Deaconesses
The   oldest   document   describing   the   ordination   ceremony   for  
deaconesses   is   the  Apostolic  Constitutions  which  dates   from  the   last  
part   of   the   fourth   century.38   The   ceremony   here   is   a   simple   one.   It  
involves  the  laying-­on  of  hands  [cheirotonia]  by  the  bishop,  the  calling  
upon   the  Grace  of  God,   and  one  main   short  prayer.  After   the   fourth  
century,   this   ordination   rite  was   gradually   enriched   to   include   in   its  
¿QDOIRUPLQDGGLWLRQWRDQXPEHURIVKRUWSUD\HUVWKHOD\LQJRQRI
hands,  the  calling  upon  the  Grace  of  God,  and  two  main  long  prayers.  
The  above  ceremony  was  fundamentally  similar  to  that  of  the  deacon.  
There   are   certain   visual   characteristics   of   the   deaconesses’  
ordination   ceremony   that   also   strongly   suggest   that   this   rite   has   to  
be   seen   as   paralleled   theological   to   the   ordination   ritual   to   order   of  
the  deacons.  These  basic  elements,  included  in  the  ordination  rites  of  
all   three   major   orders   of   priesthood   (bishops,   presbyters,   deacons),  
were   the   laying-­on   of   hands   by   the   bishop   within   the   altar   during  
the  Eucharistic  mystery   itself,   the   calling  upon   the  Grace  of  God   to  
HPSRZHU WKH FDQGLGDWH WR IXO¿OO WKH IXQFWLRQV RI WKH RUGHU DQG WKH
two  main  prayers  Other  bishops,  presbyters,  deacons  and  deaconesses  
participated  in  this  ceremony,  as  they  did  in  the  ordination  of  the  other  
38  Theodorou,    The  “Ordination,”  1-­2,  32-­33;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  61-­63;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  
60-­63,  152-­54,  160-­166.
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major   orders.39   There   is   no   serious   evidence   to      underpin   the   (late)  
argument   that   a   distinction   needs   to   be   drawn   between   ordination  
(Cheirotonia)  of  men,  and  blessing  (Cheirothesia)  of  women  deacons.  
All  the  evidence  suggests,  to  the  contrary,  that  female  deacons  were  not  
appointed  to  a  minor  order,  but  ordained  to  the  major  order.
Beside  the  fundamental  similarities  of  the  male  and  female  ritual,  
there   were   also   certain   differences.   A   deaconess,   in   her   ordination  
rite,   responded   through  certain  symbolic  actions  differently  from  the  
way   a  deacon   responded  during  his   ordination.  These   actions  of   the  
deaconess  were  mainly   because   the   deaconess  was   a  woman   and   in  
Byzantine   society   she  was   accustomed   to   express  herself   differently  
(the   differences   relate   to   public   and   private   ‘respectability’   issues  
prevalent  in  that  society.  None  of  these  differences,  however,  were  part  
of  the  essential  visual  elements  of  ordination  common  to  the  rites  of  all  
the  major  orders  of  priesthood.40    The  different  actions  of  the  deaconess  
in  her  ordination  ceremony  were  as  follows:  After  receiving  the  Holy  
Mysteries,  she  did  not  lay  her  forehead  on  the  altar  as  the  deacon  did.  
This  might  have  been  symbolic  of   the   idea   that   the  deaconess  could  
not  fully  serve  during  the  sacrament  of  the  Holy  Eucharist  (no  cutting  
up  of  the  Lamb)  .  We  note,  however,  that  the  bishop  gave  the  stole  to  
the  deaconess,  as  the  essential  symbol  of  the  order,  exactly  as  he  did  
WRWKHPDOHGHDFRQV0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\WKHVWROHZDVWLHGFURVVZLVHIRU
both  the  deaconess  and  the  deacon.41  This  stole  was  also  an  important  
symbol   indicating  same  status,  a   status  of  equality  among   these   two  
expressions  of  the  diaconate.  It  indicates  the  very  essence  of  equality  in  
order,  just  as  that  vestment  (Epitrachelion)  does  among  the  presbyters.  
When  the  deacon  was  sent  out  to  lead  the  litanies  and  public    prayers,  
he  had  one  part  of  the  stole  hanging  to  his  right.  This  was  not  the  case  
39  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  61-­63;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  60-­63,  152-­54,  160-­166;;    Theodorou,        The  
“Ordination,”  25-­28,  32-­34,  49-­52;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”  75-­77,  85-­87,  90-­93.
40  Theodorou,      The  “Ordination,”78-­80,   92-­94;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,   54-­56,   61-­63,   79-­81;;  Behr-­
Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,    64-­67,  172-­174,  246-­248.
41  Apostolic  Constitutions  2:4:26,  8:3:20,  8:3:28;;  Theodorou,  The  “Ordination,”  67-­70;;  FitzGerald,  
“The  Characteristics  and  Nature  of  the  Order  of  the  deaconesses,”  82-­84;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  34-­38;;  
Martimort,  Deaconesses,  146-­150,  244-­247.
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with   the  deaconess  who  did  not   lead  public  elements   in   the   liturgy.42  
This  difference  in  the  functions  of  deaconesses  of  not  leading  public  
elements   can   be   interpreted   in   ways   that   may   or   may   not   indicate  
inferiority  for  deaconesses.  As    an  example,  sometimes  ‘junior’  priests  
were  sent  out  to  distribute  Holy  Communion,  while  no  argument  was  
raised  because  of   this  about   their   ‘inferior  status’  among   the   rank  of  
presbyters.  After   the  Eucharist,   although   the   bishop  would   offer   the  
Holy  Mysteries   to   the  deaconess  and  give  her   the  Holy  Chalice,   the  
deaconess  would  place  this  Chalice  on  the  altar.    She  would  not  use  it  to  
offer  Holy  Communion  to  the  attending  Christians,  as  the  deacon  did.43  
Theodorou   offers   another   interpretation   of   the   event   concerning   the  
Chalice.  He  hypothesizes  that,  in  earlier  times,  the  bishop  also  offered  
the  deaconess  the  Chalice,  but  she  responded  differently  from  the  way  
she  did  in  the  time  of  the  Eastern  Early  Church.  In  these  earlier  times,  
she  proceeded  to  offer  Holy  Communion  to  the  clergy.  The  offering  of  
the  Chalice   to   the  deaconess   in   the  Eastern  Early  Church,   therefore,  
might  have  been  a  truncated  event  of  this  previous  practice:  which  was  
rejected  by  the  presbyterate  in  due  course.44
Both  on  ethical   terms  and   theological   terms   the     ministry  of   the  
Orthodox  deaconess  shows  a  radiant  sense  of  empowerment,  even  if  
in   social   terms   the     androcentric  culture  of  antiquity     did  not   rise   to  
the  sense  of  female  equality  of  status.  Rich  participatory,  community-­  
VWUHQJWKHQLQJ UHFRQFLOLDWRU\ DQG OLEHUDWLYH YDOXHV ZHUH UHÀHFWHG LQ
the  praxis  of  the  Eastern  Early  Church  of  ordaining  deaconesses  and  
from    those  praxes,  accomplishments,  that  the  deaconesses’  worked  out  
among  themselves.45    Differences    in  Female  Diaconal  Ordination  from  
the  Initiation  Ceremony  of  the  Minor  Orders.
42  Theodorou,    The  “Ordination,”  25-­34,  49-­71;;  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  34-­38,  60-­65;;  Ide,  Women  as  
Priests,  45-­52;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  146-­150,  244-­247.
43  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  147-­164.
44  Theodorou,    The  “Ordination,”  67-­70,  78-­80,  92-­94;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry  of  Women,    64-­67,  
172-­174,  246-­248,  Gryson,  The  Ministry,  34-­38,  54-­56,  61-­63,  79-­81.  
45  Theodorou,  History,  109-­115;;  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  148-­150;;  FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  78-­
87.
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Another   indication   that   deaconesses’   ordination   was   an   indeed  
ordination  rite,  and  not  a  simple  blessing  to  a  minor  order,  is  supported  
by   the   many   liturgical   and   other   essential   differences   that   existed  
between   the  deaconesses’  ordination  rite  and   the   initiation  ceremony  
of   the   minor   orders   in   the   early   church.   The   Eastern   Early   Church  
also   developed   ministries   of   non-­ordained   persons.   The   initiation  
ceremony   of   the   non-­ordained  ministries   took   place   at   the   entrance  
of   the   church,   never   in   the   altar   before   the   Holy   Table,   where   the  
deaconesses’  ordination   took  place.  Moreover,   the  minor  ceremonies  
took   place   after   the  Divine  Liturgy,   never   in   its   course.  The     minor  
orders  were  conferred  by  a  simple   laying-­on  of  hands  by   the  bishop  
[cheirothesia],  and  only  one  simple  prayer,  through  which  the  bishop  
asked  the  blessing  of  God’s  Charis  on  the  candidate’s  efforts  to  perform  
the  work  assigned  to  this  candidate  by  the  church.
Other   bishops,   presbyters,   deacons   and   deaconesses   were   not  
RI¿FLDOO\ LQYLWHG WR DWWHQG WKH LQLWLDWLRQ FHUHPRQ\ RI WKHVH PLQRU
orders.  This  initiation  ceremony  of  the  minor  orders,  therefore,  was  not  
an  ordination  to  priesthood,  but  a  simple  appointment  [cheirothesia—
benedictio]  WRDVSHFL¿FPLQLVWHULDOIXQFWLRQ46
Our  conclusion  is  strongly  this:  the  text  of  the  Byzantine  rite  of    the  
ordination  of  deaconesses  itself  argues  most  strongly  that  women  cannot  
be   denied  ordination   to   the  major   order   of   diaconate,   simply  on   the  
grounds  that  they  are  women.  Moreover,  it    strongly  suggests  that,  in  our  
own  time  and  condition,  deaconesses  can  and  should  be  fully  accepted  
in  the  ministerial  work  of  their  order  with  all  the  essential  functions  of  
the   diaconate:   including   eucharistic   and   catechetical   and      charitable  
service  in  the  name  of  the  Church.47    To  state  this  simply,  and  strongly,  
is  of  enormous  importance    in  the  Orthodox  Church  today  because  the  
unarguable  facts  of  the    ancient  church  (  denied  and    slighted  by  many  
in  more  recent  times)  offer  a  theological  and  theoethical  basis  for  the  
46  Didascalia  9:2:28;;  Apostolic  Constitutions  2:4:25,  3:2:15-­6;;  FitzGerald,  “The  Characteristics,”  80-­
81;;  Theodorou,  History,  94-­95,  105-­117.
47  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  147-­164;;  Theodorou,  History,  104-­110;;  FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  82-­
83,  87.
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support  of      the  restoration  of  a  full  sense  of  deaconesses’  ordination.  
Even  patriarchal  prejudicial  attitudes  in  the  church  and  society  of  the  
ancient  centuries  did  not  stop  the  Eastern  Early  Church  from  accepting  
women  to  the  order  of  deaconesses  through  ordination.    We  who    are  
in  a  position  to  know  better  in  relation  to  the  capacities  and  dignities  of  
women,  must  not    continue  the  androcentric  limitations.  We  ought  to  
learn  form  the  sacred  ritual  itself  which  ways  most  clearly:  “Oh  Lord,  
you  who  do  not  reject  women  who  are  consecrated  to  you  in  order  to  
VHUYHLQ\RXUKRO\SODFHV>JUDQW@WKH*UDFHRI\RXU+RO\6SLULWMXVW
as  you  gave  the  gift  of  your  diaconate  to  Phoebe  .  .  .  .”48
The  early  Fathers  of  the  church  seriously  considered  need  and  context  
LQGH¿QLQJGHDFRQHVVHV¶IXQFWLRQVLQUHDOLVWLFDQGSUDFWLFDOWHUPV1HHG
and  context,    determined  what  the  early  deaconesses  should,  and  could  
do.  Similarly  practical  considerations,  under  the  general  principles  of  
diaconal  service,    can  no  less  determine  how  a  restored  female  diaconate  
might  work  in  the  Orthodox  Church  today.  The  Fathers  of  the  church  
GLGQRWHODERUDWHRQWKHH[DFWXVHRIWKHFRQWH[WXDOHOHPHQWVLQGH¿QLQJ
their  praxes.  In   those  social  and  cultural  conditions,   these  contextual  
DQGWKHRHWKLFDODSSURDFKHVLQGH¿QLQJSUD[HVZHUHSDUWRIWKHSUD[HV
of  the  Eastern  Early  Church  and  its  Fathers  in  their  ministries,  rather  
WKDQRIDWKHRUHWLFDOUHÀHFWLRQRQWKRVHDSSURDFKHV7KH)DWKHUDQGWKH
church  did  not  formulate  a  methodological  process  as  the  contemporary  
world  contextual  theologies  and  their  social  ethics,  which  are  part  of  
the  ecumenical  movement,  have  done,  while  also  using  liberating  and  
other  directives  that  are  derived  from  their  Tradition  and  the  Scripture.  
7RGD\WKHPLQLVWU\RIWKHGHDFRQHVVVKRXOGEHGH¿QHGERWKUHDOLVWLFDOO\
and  holistically    on    the  basis  of  our  new  prevailing  conditions  (  and  the  
FRQGLWLRQRIPRGHUQZRPDQKRRGVSHFL¿FDOO\WRUHDOO\FRQIURQWQHHGV
that   is   to   care   for   the   pressing   and   real  material   and   spiritual   needs  
of  others.  In  its  attitude  to  women  deacons  in  spite  of  many  negative  
cultural   conditions   and   attitudes   of   the   andro-­centric   ancient   society  
the  Early  Eastern  Church  was  clearly  guided  by  participatory  criteria,  
driven  by   its  evangelical   liberative  and  prophetic  values:  values   that  
48  Ibid.
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constituted  its  sacred  Tradition.  It  is  the  same  principles  that  will  guide  
is    today  in  reassessing  the  role  of  female  deacons.
In   the   later  medieval   period  when   the  Byzantine   cities   and   their  
great  cathedrals  were  in  decline,  and  a  more  repressive  spirit  applied  
throughout  Greek  and  Slavic   societies   in   relation   to  women’s  public  
appearances,   the   hierarchs   unfortunately   allowed   the   whole   order  
of   deaconesses   gradually   to   fall   into   disuse.   The   hierarchs   made  
this   lamentable  choice  by   ignoring   the  multiple  needs  of   the  women  
and   young  girls   in   church   and   society,   the   needs   of   the   church   as   a  
healthy   diverse   institution,   and   of   society   in   general   (the   Church’s  
VRFLDO RXWUHDFK ,QÀXHQFHG E\ PDQ\ IDFWRUV WKDW QDUURZHG VRFLDO
understanding  in  this  period,  the  hierarchs,  gradually  made  deaconesses  
of  churches  still  acting  in  society  turn  away  from  involvement  and  live  
and  serve  only  in  churches  of  isolated  monasteries.  As  the  next  step,  
WKHKLHUDUFKVFHDVHGRUGDLQLQJDFWLYHFLW\GHDFRQHVVHVDQG¿QDOO\DOVR
ceased  ordaining  any  deaconesses  even  in  the  churches  of  the  female  
monasteries.  In  this  way,  by  the  end  of  the  eleventh  century,  the  whole  
order  of  deaconesses  fell  into  disuse.49
This  decision  of   the   lapse  was  not  only  against   the  needs  of   the  
faithful,   the   church   and   society,   and   against   the   church’s   mission  
to   respond   to  needs,   but   frankly,  was   also  unjust   to   the  deaconesses  
themselves,  an  unwarranted  intrusion  into  the  sacred  tradition  regarding  
the      full  diversity  of   the  ordained  priesthood.  The  deaconesses  were  
excluded  only,  so  it  seems  to  me,  because  of  their  gender.  But  that  was  
precisely  what   the   text  of   the  Byzantine  ordination  ritual   for  women  
deacons  sets  out  to  warn  us  about.  It  emphasized  that  women  should  
not  be  excluded  from  this  order  of  deaconesses  because  of  their  gender.  
It  gives  us  God’s  own  view  of  the  matter:  “Oh  Lord,  you  do  not  reject  
women  who  are  consecrated  to  you  in  order  to  serve  in  your  holy  places  
>JUDQW@WKH*UDFHRI\RXU+RO\6SLULWMXVWDV\RXJDYHWKHJLIWRI
your  diaconate  to  Phoebe  .  .  .  .”50
49  Ibid.  
50  Martimort,  Deaconesses,  147-­164;;  Theodorou,  History,  104-­110;;  FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  82-­
83,  87.
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Even   so,   we  must   remember   that   the   order   of   deaconesses   was  
never  canonically  abolished  in  the  Orthodox  Church.  No  ecumenical  
synod  has  ever  decided  to  set  this  order  aside.51     This  means  that  the  
hierarchies  of  the  regional  churches  and  even  individual  bishops  of  the  
church,   thereafter,  could  ordain  women  to   the  diaconate,   in  response  
to  very  important  needs  in   the  ministry  of   the  church  and  in  society.  
It  is  an  urgent  question  for  the    Church  at  large  to  discuss,  and  for  the  
hierarchy  to  take  a  lead  in  arranging:  above  all  for  women  Orthodox  
to   have   their   voice  heard.   It   is   not   only   a   highly  practical  matter   of  
ministry  and  mission.  It  is  an  important  symbol    concerning  the  proper  
role  of  women  in  the  ministry  of  the  Church  of  Christ.
For  the  Church  of  our  own  day,  there  is  another  pressing  reason  to  
consider   the  restoration  of   the  female  diaconate.     This   is   the  witness  
that   the   Sacred   Tradition   itself   gives   to   the   presence   of   ordained  
women   in   the  major   orders.   If   Sacred  Tradition   elevated   this   in   the  
early  centuries,  are  we  not  in  danger  of  departing  from  Tradition,  by  
setting  aside  the  patristic  witness  in  the  light  of  what  looks  like  simple  
androcentric  prejudice  of  the  later  medieval  period?  That  action  of    the  
early  Tradition,   in   the  Eastern  Early  Church,   in  ordaining  women   to  
WKH GLDFRQDWH FDQ WKXVEH D YHU\ LQÀXHQWLDO IDFWRU LQ WKH DFFHSWDQFH
of   this   ordination   of  women   to   the   diaconate   in   the  ministry   of   our  
contemporary   church   seeking   to   be   faithful   to   the   ancient  Tradition  
itself.     The  Orthodox  Church   today,  particularly   in   a  new  era  of   the  
widespread   recognition  of   female  gifts   and  charisms,  has   a   renewed  
opportunity  and  responsibility   to  use  these  more  sensitive  contextual  
approaches  and  theoethical  values  of  Tradition  in  its  life  and  ministry.  
There  can  be  no  question  other  than  that  the  ancient  Orthodox  Tradition  
was  once  accepting  of  the    liberative  and  energetic  ministry  of  ordained  
ZRPHQ WR UHVWRUH WKH RI¿FH LQ RXU RZQ WLPH ZRXOG EH D PDMRU
UHDI¿UPDWLRQRIDXWKHQWLF2UWKRGR[&KULVWLDQYDOXHV LPSRUWDQWERWK
symbolically,  as  well  as  ethically  and  practically.
51  Ware,  The  Orthodox  Church,   292-­294;;  Behr-­Sigel,  The  Ministry   of  Women,     174-­178,   194-­195;;  
FitzGerald,  Women  Deacons,  146-­147.
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